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Cousin Henry 
TERRI SHANAHAN 
In our family, there really was a bogeyman and he even had a name: Cousin 
Henry. Sight unseen, my brother Jacky and I worshipped him, not for the story of 
what he did to make so many grown-ups hate him; we worshipped him because of 
the way our mom said his name, Cousin Henry with this sound in her voice that 
spoke of fear and awe, something that whispered-e~il 
lVicked Notorious. Naught}: 
Fun. 
Cousin Henry was the big bad wolf, the monster under Jacky's bed, he was an evil 
wizard and the bad stranger our mom was always warning us about. 
And he liked us. It was for Cousin Henry that Jacky and I did things like dig up 
the back yard (we were looking for dead bodies) and stepped on the cracks in the 
sidewalk It was for Cousin Henry that we collected dead frogs and turtles, mice tails 
and white feathers, anything that we could think of that had magic. For Cousin 
Henry, we took turtles away from their water and stole little blue eggs from nests. 
We even tried to catch cats to get their eyes. 
Cousin Henry wore many faces. He was the old man sitting on the park bench, 
the woman walking down the street, the man in the car driving slowly past us. We 
knew what his real face would look like: he would have bushy eyebrows and beady 
little black eyes, he would be entirely bald, with blue veins that stuck out on his bare 
head, and he would have a nose as big and as crooked as the Bad Witch's in the 
\Vizard of Oz 
We tried to guess what it was that he did and thought for sure that it must have 
something to do with little children. Did he kidnap little children to eat them? Did 
he cut off their little legs and barbecue them for dinner? Did he tie children to trees 
and touch them in their secret places? Did he cut off their eyelids and pour honey in 
their eyes so that when he tied them to the ground, ants would come and eat out 
their eyes? Did he scalp them so that he could wear their hair? 
We knew that whatever it was, it had to be big. 
We could hardly believe our luck when we found out that we were going to 
spend the entire summer living in our grandmother's farmhouse, less than half a 
mile away from Cousin Henry. So close. 
We were sorry that she'd died but she was old anyway, and she smelled terrible 
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1 e  a n d  e a t  o u t  
v e r e  g o i n g  t o  
~ss t h a n  h a l f  a  
1 e l l e d  t e r r i b l e  
a n d  w e ' d  o n l y  a c t u a l l y  s e e n  h e r  t h r e e  t i m e s  i n  o u r  e n t i r e  l i v e s .  W e  g o t  o v e r  i t .  
\ V h a t  w e  l i k e d  b e s t  a b o u t  h e r  w a s  h e r  w i l l  S h e  l e f t  J a c k y  t h e  w h i t e  b e a r  w h o  l i v e d  
i n  t h e  t r e e s  b e h i n d  t h e  f a r m h o u s e ,  a n d  t o  m e ,  s h e  l e f t  t h e  t h r e e  s i n g i n g  d o v e s  t h a t  s a t  
o n  h e r  w i n d o w s i l l  e v e r y  m o r n i n g ,  a n d  h e r  d i a m o n d  r i n g .  T h e  b e s t  p a r t  o f  a l l  w a s  
C o u s i n  H e n r y ' s .  T o  C o u s i n  H e n r y ,  s h e  l e f t  t h e  h o u s e  h e  l i v e d  i n  a n d  a l l  o f  h e r  
n i g h t m a r e s .  E v e r y t h i n g  e l s e ,  i n c l u d i n g  s e v e r a l  d a y d r e a m s  w h i c h  s h e  d e s c r i b e d  i n  
g r e a t  d e t a i l  s h e  l e f t  t o  o u r  m o m .  
A l l  t h a t  w e  c o u l d  t h i n k  a b o u t  w a s  o u r  l u c k - t o  s p e n d  a n  e n t i r e  s u m m e r  l i v i n g  
n e a r  a n d  p l a y i n g  w i t h  C o u s i n  H e n r y  s e e m e d  u n i m a g i n a b l e .  T h e  t h i n g s  t h a t  h e  
c o u l d  t e a c h  u s .  
S o  w h e n  o u r  m o m  t o l d  u s ,  d u r i n g  t h e  t h r e e  h o u r  d r i v e  n o r t h  t o  t h e  f a r m h o u s e ,  
t h a t  w e  w e r e  " n e v e r - e v e r  t o  g o  a n y w h e r e  n e a r  C o u s i n  H e n r y , "  w e  w e r e  s o r r y  t h a t  s h e  
h a d  t o  b e  t h a t  w a y  a b o u t  i t ,  b u t  w e  k n e w  w h a t  w e  h a d  t o  d o .  \ V e  h a d  t o  f i n d  C o u s i n  
H e n r y .  M a k e  h i m  b e  o u r  f r i e n d  
O u r  g r a n d m o t h e r ' s  f a r m h o u s e  w a s  e v e r y t h i n g  w e  w a n t e d  i t  t o  b e .  A s  s o o n  a s  w e  
g o t  o u t  o f  t h e  c a r  t o  s e e  t h e  h o u s e  t h a t  o u r  g r e a t - g r e a t  g r a n d f a t h e r  b u i l t ,  w e  s a w  i t  
w a s n ' t  a n y t h i n g  l i k e  t h e  g r a n d  p l a n t a t i o n  o u r  m o m  h a d  t o l d  u s  a b o u t  s o  m a n y  t i m e s .  
T h e  y a r d  i n  f r o n t  o f  t h e  h o u s e  w a s  f i l l e d  w i t h  b a b y  t r e e s  a n d  w e e d s  a s  t a l l  a s  J a c k y .  
W h a t  p a i n t  t h e r e  w a s  l e f t  o n  t h e  b o a r d s  w a s  p e e l i n g  a n d  c r a c k e d .  T h e  f r o n t  s t e p s  
w e r e  b r o k e n ,  w i t h  a  c e m e n t  b l o c k  r e p l a c i n g  t h e  f r o n t  s t e p .  T w o  w i n d o w s ,  t h e  f r o n t  
w i n d o w  a n d  t h e  o n e  o n  t h e  d o o r .  w e r e  b r o k e n ,  l e a v i n g  j a g g e d  h o l e s  w h e r e  t h e  g l a s s  
h a d  b e e n .  
I n s i d e  t h e  h o u s e  w a s  e v e n  b e t t e r .  T h e  c e i l i n g s  w e r e  c o v e r e d  w i t h  s p i d e r  w e b s ,  
t h e  w i n d o w s  b y  t h i c k ,  y e l l o w e d  p i e c e s  o f  p l a s t i c  t a p e d  t o  t h e  w a l l s .  W e  h a d  t o  s t e p  
a r o u n d  t h e  s t u f f  o n  t h e  f l o o r s ,  t h e  d e a d  m i c e ,  p i l e s  o f  d i r t ,  b a s k e t s  o f  r o t t e n  a p p l e s ,  
s a n d ,  c r a c k l y  y e l l o w  n e w s p a p e r s .  b r o k e n  f u r n i t u r e .  I t  h a d  e v e r y t h i n g  a  p r o p e r  
h a u n t e d  h o u s e  s h o u l d  h a v e .  
W e  w o n d e r e d  i f  C o u s i n  H e n r y  n e e d e d  a n y t h i n g .  
J a c k y  a n d  I  s p e n t  t w o  d a y s  c a r r y i n g  b r o k e n  f u r n i t u r e ,  c r a t e s  o f  r o t t e n  a p p l e s ,  a n d  
b a g s  o f  t r a s h  o u t  t o  t h e  c a r  w h i l e  o u r  m o m  c l e a n e d  a n d  s w e p t  a n d  m o p p e d .  W e  h a d  
t o  t e l l  h e r  t h a t  w e  d i d n ' t  s e e  a n y t h i n g  w r o n g  w i t h  t h e  h o u s e  t h e  w a y  i t  w a s ,  b u t  s h e  
j u s t  l o o k e d  a t  u s  w i t h  t h i s  l o o k  i n  h e r  e y e s  t h a t  w a r n e d  u s  t o  s h u t  u p .  S h e  g o t  p r e t t y  
d i r t y  b e f o r e  s h e  w a s  d o n e ;  t h e  h a n d k e r c h i e f  s h e  w r a p p e d  a r o u n d  h e r  h a i r  k e p t  g e t -
t i n g  s w e a t y  a n d  f a l l i n g  d o w n  i n  h e r  f a c e .  E v e r y  f e w  h o u r s ,  w h e n e v e r  t h e  b a c k  o f  t h e  
c a r  w a s  f i l l e d  u p ,  w e  p i l e d  i n t o  t h e  f r o n t  s e a t  a n d  s h e  d r o v e  u s  t o  t h e  d u m p .  T h e  
d u m p  t u r n e d  o u t  t o  b e  o n e  o f  o u r  f a v o r i t e  p l a c e s  t o  g o ,  t u r n i n g  o u t  t o  b e  a  w o r l d  o f  
i t s  o w n ,  m o u n t a i n s  b u i l t  o f  t r e a s u r e ,  o l d  r e f r i g e r a t o r s  a n d  o v e n s ,  b r o k e n  c h a i r s ,  
c o u c h e s ,  m a t t r e s s e s ,  b r o k e n  t o y s ,  b a g s  o f  w o r m y ,  r o t t e n  f o o d ,  e v e n  a n  o l d  P o n t i a c  
w i t h o u t  a n y  t i r e s .  W e  f o u n d  a  c h a n d e l i e r ,  m a d e  o f  a  t h o u s a n d  s h i n y  p i e c e s  o f  g l a s s ,  
a t  t h e  t o p  o f  o n e  o f  t h e  m o u n t a i n s ,  a n d  l o t s  o f  o l d  f a s h i o n e d  t o y s ,  b u t  s h e  w o u l d n ' t  
l e t  u s  b r i n g  a n y t h i n g ·  h o m e  w i t h  u s ,  n o t  e v e n  i f  i t  w a s  s m a l l  e n o u g h  t o  f i t  i n  o u r  
p o c k e t s ,  e v e n  w h e n  w e  t o l d  h e r  t h a t  t h o s e  o l d  t o y s  m u s t  b e  v a l u a b l e ,  e v e n  a n t i q u e s .  
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On our third day living in the farmhouse, we drove into town with the window 
frames to have the glass replaced. Mom tried to make an adventure out of it, buying 
us new squirt guns and Batman comic books, taking us to the counter of the five-
and-dime for lunch, but we knew there were things that she wasn't telling us, like 
why our dad didn't come with us, and we weren't going to be bought that cheaply. 
For the chandelier, maybe, we could be friends again. Jacky and I didn't say any-
thing because we were giving her the silent treatment until she told us what was 
really going on. 1he only problem was that she didn't seem to notice. She thought 
we were being good. 
\V'hile we were waiting for Cousin Henry to come over and meet us, we explored 
our new territory as best we could, seeing as it changed every other day. We 
climbed up the trees, to the loft in the barn, on top of the chicken coop. We dug 
holes in the ground for Cousin Henry to bury little children in. We spent days look-
ing up every tree in the woods, trying to find Jacky's white bear. Jacky whined about 
that a lot, said it "had to be here somewhere." 
We couldn't find my three singing doves either, but at least I didn't whine about it. 
I knew they'd show up eventually. 
After we did everything we could think of to do, once we'd travelled through all 
of the back roads of the farm until we came to the oil property fences with KEEP 
OUT signs on them and once we'd explored the property behind the fences and 
climbed on the oil well rigs, Jacky and I started to get bored. 
\Vhere was Cousin Henry and nrhy didn't he come to meet us? 
Didn't he care that we came so far to meet him? 
We knew him as soon as we saw him. We didn't expect him to be so old, thirty at 
least. He was skinny and dirty, wearing old ragged army pants with a sash of cloth 
tied through the loops and around his waist and at-shirt with holes and big yellow 
stains on it. His hair and beard were scraggly, made up of sticky looking clumps of 
brown hair. He was so skinny that his bones stuck out, especially his face. He 
looked like a ghoul. He wore little round wire-rimmed glasses and had ugly little 
black eyes. He smelled 
He was everything we wanted him to be. 
We only saw him for a second, standing a few feet away from us, at the edge of 
the woods. He stood there for a long moment, like an animal that has suddenly real-
ized it was trapped, and then he was gone, disappearing into the woods. 
We didn't even get a chance to tell him that we brought him presents. 
"NeFer-erer go anywhere near Cousin HeniJ:" 
We heard the storv of Cousin Henrv's car accident at least a hundred times in the 
month before we left for the farmhm.~e. It was supposed to scare us. We heard the 
story so many times, I knew it by heart and told it to Jacky every night after we went 
to bed. Cousin Henrv was in the car accident when he was seven years old and he 
never got into any ca~ again. His father, our Uncle Joe, took Little Henry out for the 
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f i r s t  r i d e  i n  t h e  f a m i l y  c a r ,  p l a n n i n g  t o  g o  i n t o  t o w n  a n d  t h e n  d o w n  b y  t h e  r i v e r .  
W h e n  t h e y  d i d n ' t  c o m e  h o m e  a n d  i t  w a s  l a t e  a n d  d a r k ,  o u r  A u n t  A l i c i a  c a l l e d  t h e  
p o l i c e  a n d  t h e  h o s p i t a l ,  b u t  i t  w a s n ' t  u n t i l  t h e  n e ) l . . ' t  m o r n i n g  t h a t  U n c l e  J o e  a n d  L i t t l e  
H e n r y  w e r e  d i s c o v e r e d ,  o n  a  d a r k ,  l o n e l y ,  d i r t  r o a d  n e a r  t h e  r i v e r ,  w h e r e  U n c l e  J o e  
h a d  d r i v e n  t h e  c a r  o f f  t h e  r o a d  i n t o  a  d i t c h .  W h y  h e  d i d  t h a t  w e  d i d n ' t  k n o w .  I t  h a d  
b e e n  a n  e x t r e m e l y  r a i n y  s p r i n g  a n d  t h e  w a t e r  f l o w i n g  t h r o u g h  t h e  d i t c h  h a d  a  c u r -
r e n t  a s  s t r o n g  a s  t h e  r i v e r ' s .  T h e  c a r  w a s  t u r n e d  o n  i t s  s i d e  a n d  U n c l e  j o e  w a s  
t r a p p e d  i n  h i s  s e a t  b y  t h e  b e n t  s t e e r i n g  w h e e L  w h i l e  t h e  i c y  w a t e r  f i l l e d  t h e  c a r ,  i n c h  
b y  i n c h  t h r o u g h  i t s  s e a m s ,  h o u r  a f t e r  h o u r ,  u n t i l  h e  w a s  s o  c o l d  f r o m  t h e  f r e e z i n g  
w a t e r  h e  b e c a m e  t o o  t i r e d  t o  k e e p  h i s  h e a d  a b o v e  t h e  w a t e r  a n y m o r e .  L i t t l e  H e n r y  
w a t c h e d  w h i l e  h i s  f a t h e r  w a s  e a t e n  u p  b y  t h e  s l i m y  w a t e r .  
T h e  b e s t  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y  t h a t  w e  o n l y  g o t  b y  e a v e s d r o p p i n g  o n  o u r  p a r e n t s  w a s  
a b o u t  h o w  t h e  p o l i c e  f o u n d  t h e m  L i t t l e  H e n r y  w a s  s i t t i n g  o n  t o p  o f  t h e  c a r ,  p l a y i n g  
w i t h  h i s  n e w  C h i n e s e  h a n d c u f f s ,  s i t t i n g  o n  t h e  p a s s e n g e r  d o o r  w i t h  h i s  f e e t  d a n g l i n g  
i n s i d e  o f  t h e  c a r  a b o v e  h i s  f a t h e r ' s  b o d y .  " W h y  d i d n ' t  h e  g o  f o r  h e l p ? "  W e  h e a r d  o u r  
m o t h e r  c r y .  " T h a t  l i t t l e  b e a s t  j u s t  s a t  t h e r e  a n d  w a t c h e d  J o e  d r o w n .  H e  m u r d e r e d  
h i m "  
J a c k y  a n d  I  l i k e d  t h i s  p a r t  o f  t h e  s t o r y  b e s t .  
" D o  y o u  k n o w  w h y  U n c l e  J o e  d i e d ? "  I  a s k e d .  
" B e c a u s e  C o u s i n  H e n r y  m u r d e r e d  h i s  o w n  f a t h e r , "  J a c k y  a l w a y s  s a i d  i n  h i s  w h i n e y  
v o i c e ,  p u l l i n g  h i s  b l a n k e t  o v e r  h i s  h e a d  
U n t i l  w e  h e a r d  o u r  m o m  c r y ,  i t  n e v e r  o c c u r r e d  t o  u s  t h a t  U n c l e  J o e ' s  d e a t h  w a s  
a n y t h i n g  b u t  a n  a c c i d e n t .  T h e  w o r d  m u r d e r  f e d  o u r  f a n t a s i e s  a b o u t  C o u s i n  H e n r y ;  
w e  s a i d  t h e  w o r d  o v e r  a n d  o v e r ,  s a v o r i n g  i t ,  m u r d e r .  H e  m u r d e r e d  h i s  o w n  f a t h e r .  
W e ' d  n e v e r  k n o w n  a n y o n e  w h o  h a d  m u r d e r e d  t h e i r  o w n  f a t h e r .  
T h e  p i c t u r e s  m o m  s h o w e d  u s  o f  o u r  U n c l e  J o e  w e r e  a l l  y e l l m v y  a n d  b l u r r e d  a n d  
w e  n e v e r  u n d e r s t o o d  w h a t  s h e  s a w  w h e n  s h e  p o i n t e d  o u t  h i s  p i c t u r e s  a n d  s i g h e d  
o v e r  h o w  h a n d s o m e  h e  w a s .  T o  u s ,  h e  w a s  j u s t  a  m a n ,  g r a n t e d  a  m a n  w h o  h a d  b e e n  
m u r d e r e d  b y  h i s  o w n  s o n ,  b u t  s t i l l ,  j u s t  a  m a n .  W e  d i d n ' t  s e e  w h a t  s h e  s a w  w h i l e  w e  
w e r e  l o o k i n g  a t  t h e  s a m e  p i c t u r e s .  
W h a t  w e  w a n t e d  t o  k n o w  w a s  w h a t  C o u s i n  H e n r y  d i d  w i t h  h i s  m o t h e r .  
W e  f o u n d  C o u s i n  H e n r y ' s  h o u s e  t h e  w e e k e n d  o u r  d a d  d i d n ' t  s h o w  u p  l i k e  h e  w a s  
s u p p o s e d  t o .  W e  d i d n ' t  r e a l l y  c a r e  t h a t  m u c h  b e c a u s e  h e  w a s  s o  b o s s y  a n y w a y ,  b u t  
w e  w e r e  s t i l l  g i v i n g  o u r  m o m  t h e  s i l e n t  t r e a t m e n t  a n d  s h e  s t i l l  h a d n ' t  n o t i c e d .  A f t e r  
t h e  h o u s e  w a s  c l e a n e d  a n d  r e t u r n e d  t o  w h a t  s h e  c a l l e d  "  l i v a b l e , "  s h e  m o s t l y  d i d n ' t  d o  
a n y t h i n g  t h a t  w e  k n e w  o f .  S o m e t i m e s  w h e n  w e  c a m e  i n  t h e  h o u s e ,  w e  f o u n d  h e r  s i t -
t i n g  a t  t h e  t a b l e  p l a y i n g  s o l i t a i r e  o r  s i t t i n g  i n  o n e  o f  t h e  b i g  c h a i r s  b y  t h e  c o l d  
f i r e p l a c e  r e a d i n g  a  b o o k  b u t  s h e  n e v e r  s e e m e d  t o  b e  r e a l l r  d o i n g  w h a t  s h e  w a s  
d o i n g .  S h e  l o o k e d  a t  p a g e s  w i t h o u t  r e a d i n g  t h e m  a n d  p l a y e d  c a r d s  w i t h o u t  a c t u a l l y  
t o u c h i n g  t h e m .  S h e  w a s  j u s t  m a k i n g  i t  s e e m  l i k e  s h e  w a s  d o i n g  s o m e t h i n g  f o r  o u r  
b e n e f i t .  J a c k y  s a i d  t h a t  i t  w a s  s c a r y ,  t h a t  s h e  w a s  " s p o o k y . "  E v e n  w h e n  s h e  w a s  t e a r -
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ing out the weeds in the front yard, she looked like she was in a trance, sleepwalking 
through the woods. Every time we came in the house, she asked "\Vhere were you?" 
but it wasn't like she really cared, because she didn't even listen to what we said. She 
just said, "Oh, that's nice." 
One afternoon when she told us to go play outside so she could take a nap, we 
took off in the direction she told us never to go, across the street, over the hill, and 
through the woods. And there it was, Cousin Henry's house, as tall as anything, 
standing in the clearing, surrounded by pine trees. The house was huge and dark, 
the curtainless windows black gaping holes. The house was crawling with cats and 
it even smelled like Cousin Henrv, it had the same wet, thick smell of used kitty litter. 
We thought that there must be a hundred cats, inside and out, sitting in windows, on 
the porch, out on the grass. Some of them walked in circles around the house. 
Everywhere, cats. Some of them looked up at us, lazily turning their heads to where 
we stood at the edge of the clearing. Then they went back to licking their paws. 
They didn't care about us, didn't know how long we'd been chasing cats to get their 
eyes. They weren't very smart 
Jacky turned around and ran, whining, and I went after him, trying to catch him 
before he got back to the farmhouse and told mom everything, so that I could con-
vince him that there was nothing to be afraid of and that Cousin Henry's cats were 
not an alien army that landed on earth just to eat him. 
I caught him but he didn't believe me. 
The nex1: day we went earlier in the morning, carrying the shoebox filled with the 
presents we had been collecting for him, hoping to see Cousin Henry. The house 
was exactly the same, none of the cats had even moved. They were waiting for us. 
We crawled to the edge of the woods on our bellies and watched, alert and ready, 
kamikaze pilots, on a mission. Cousin Henry came out the front door a little while 
later, wearing the same clothes we saw him in before, and stood on the front porch. 
One of the cats stood up and walked around his legs, rubbing up against him, until 
he shoved it away. Jacky started to whine again and I had to put my hand over his 
mouth, afraid that Cousin Henry would hear him, even through my hand. Cousin 
Henry suddenly jumped off the porch, in our direction, and I threw myself on top of 
Jacky to keep him from jumping up and running, screaming, all the way back to the 
farmhouse. But then Cousin Henry disappeared into the woods again, just like he 
had the first day we saw him. 
We ran up to the house and left the shoebox on his porch. 
The nex1: day the shoebox was gone. We hoped that it had pleased him but we 
were still sorry it didn't have eat's eyes in it, although it seemed like he had a collec-
tion of his own. Every day we went back and every day Cousin Henry took off at the 
same time, carrying his empty potato sack over his shoulder. We watched him from 
our place in the woods and as soon as he was gone, we ran up to his house and 
looked in his windows. We wanted to see the trapped little children, and bodies and 
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r  f i l l e d  w i t h  t h e  
t r y .  T h e  h o u s e  
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t l e r t  a n d  r e a d y .  
) r  a  l i t t l e  w h i l e  
1 e  f r o n t  p o r c h .  
t i n s t  h i m ,  u n t i l  
h a n d  o v e r  h i s  
h a n d .  C o u s i n  
y s e l f  o n  t o p  o f  
r a y  b a c k  t o  t h e  
i n ,  j u s t  l i k e  h e  
~d h i m  b u t  w e  
e  h a d  a  c o l l e c -
t o o k  o f f  a t  t h e  
: h e d  h i m  f r o m  
1 i s  h o u s e  a n d  
n d  b o d i e s  a n d  
b r o k e n  b o n e s ,  b u t  i t  w a s  s o  d a r k ,  e s p e c i a l l y  i n  t h e  b a s e m e n t ,  t h a t  w e  c o u l d n ' t  s e e  i n  
t h e  s h a d o w s .  B u t  w e  k n e w  a l l  a b o u t  s h a d o w s .  W e  k n e w  s h a d o w s  h a d  s e c r e t s .  
L o o k i n g  i n  t h e  k i t c h e n  w i n d o w ,  w h i c h  w a s  o n l y  p o s s i b l e  i f  I  c l i m b e d  u p  o n  t h e  
r a i l  o f  t h e  b a c k  p o r c h ,  g r a b b e d  t h e  t r e l l i s  a n d  l e a n e d  o v e r  t o  l o o k  i n ,  s o m e t i m e s  I  
w o u l d  s e e  a  h u g e  p o t  c o o k i n g  o n  t h e  s t o v e ,  s i m m e r i n g  a w a y .  " C h i l d r e n  s o u p ! "  I  
w o u l d  s c r e a m ,  j u m p i n g  d o w n  a n d  c h a s i n g  J a c k y .  W e  k n e w  i t  c o u l d n ' t  b e  a n y t h i n g  
a s  s i m p l e  a s  c h i c k e n  s o u p ,  o r  m a y b e  p o t a t o .  S o m e t h i n g  a b o u t  C o u s i n  H e n r y  c o n -
v i n c e d  u s  i t  h a d  t o  b e  c h i l d r e n .  
W e  n e v e r  s a w  a n y o n e  i n  h i s  h o u s e  u n t i l  t h e  o n e  d a y  w e  g o t  t h e r e  l a t e  a n d  w e  s a w  
C o u s i n  H e n r y .  I  w a s  h a n g i n g  o v e r  t h e  k i t c h e n  w i n d o w  w h e n  C o u s i n  H e n r y  l o o k e d  
o u t  a n d  s a w  m e ,  p r e s s i n g  h i s  f a c e  a g a i n s t  t h e  g l a s s .  H e  w a s  a  t e r r i b l e  s i g h t ,  w i t h  h i s  
n o s e  s m u s h e d  a n d  h i s  b e a r d  s t r a g g l i n g  b e l o w  h i s  c h i n .  I  s w o r e  t o  J a c k y  t h a t  h e  
b a r e d  h i s  t e e t h  a t  m e ,  b u t  t h i s  w a s  t o o  m u c h  e v e n  f o r  h i m .  H e  c a l l e d  m e  a  l i a r  w h e n  I  
t o l d  h i m  t h a t  C o u s i n  H e n r y  h a d  t e e t h  l i k e  a  e a t ' s .  
W h e n  w e  g o t  t i r e d  o f  l o o k i n g  i n  h i s  w i n d o w s ,  w e  d e c i d e d  t o  f o l l o w  C o u s i n  H e n r y  
w h e n  h e  w e n t  o u t  f o r  h i s  w a l k  t o  s e e  w h a t  h e  w o u l d  d o .  W e  s t a l k e d  h i m ,  s t a y i n g  f a r  
e n o u g h  b e h i n d  s o  t h a t  h e  c o u l d n ' t  h e a r  u s ,  a n d  o f f  t o  t h e  s i d e s  o f  t h e  r o a d ,  h i d d e n  i n  
t h e  t a l l  w e e d s .  s o  t h a t  h e  c o u l d n ' t  s e e  u s  i f  h e  t u r n e d  a r o u n d  t o  l o o k .  H e  n e v e r  
t u r n e d  a r o u n d  t o  l o o k .  S o m e t i m e s  w h e n  h e  w a s  w a l k i n g  s l o w l y ,  w e  w e r e  s n a k e s  i n  
t h e  g r a s s  b e s i d e  h i m ,  t r y i n g  t o  g e t  c l o s e  e n o u g h  t o  s m e l l  h i m .  H e  w e n t  o u t  e v e r y  
d a y ,  b e f o r e  l u n c h ,  a l w a y s  w e a r i n g  t h e  s a m e  c l o t h e s  a n d  c a r r y i n g  t h e  o l d  p o t a t o  s a c k  
H e  w a l k e d  a l l  t h e  w a y  a r o u n d  t h e  e d g e  o f  t h e  p r o p e r t y  t h a t  w a s  s t i l l  o u r s ,  s t o p p i n g  
o n c e  i n  a  w h i l e  t o  p e e  o n  t h e  o i l  c o m p a n y ' s  f e n c e s ,  u n b u t t o n i n g  h i s  p a n t s  a n d  d r o p -
p i n g  t h e m  u n t i l  h i s  b u t t  h u n g  o u t ,  t h e n  a i m i n g  a n d  p e e i n g .  C o u s i n  H e n r y  d i d n ' t  
w e a r  u n d e r w e a r  w h i c h  w a s  s o m e t h i n g  w e  t h o u g h t  w a s  i m p o r t a n t .  M o m  s a i d ,  " O n l y  
h e a t h e n s  d o n ' t  w e a r  u n d e r w e a r , "  w h e n  w e  t r i e d  t o  g e t  d r e s s e d  w i t h o u t  p u t t i n g  o u r  
u n d e r w e a r  o n .  
O n  t o p  o f  e v e r y t h i n g  e l s e ,  C o u s i n  H e n r y  w a s  a l s o  a  h e a t h e n .  
W e  f o l l o w e d  h i m  e v e r y  d a y  f o r  w e e k s  b u t  h e  d i d n ' t  d o  a n y t h i n g  e x c e p t  p i c k  u p  
s t u f f  f r o m  t h e  g r o u n d ,  m o s t l y  b r o k e n  g l a s s ,  r u s t y  t i n  c a n s ,  g l a s s  b o t t l e s ,  a n d  s t i c k s ,  a l l  
o f  w h i c h  h e  p u t  i n t o  t h e  p o t a t o  s a c k  a n d  c a r r i e d  h o m e ,  s l i n g i n g  i t  o v e r  h i s  s h o u l d e r  
l i k e  a  b a d  S a n t a  C l a u s .  W e  w a n t e d  h i m  t o  c a t c h  b a b y  r a b b i t s  a n d  s t r a n g l e  t h e m ,  t o  
l e a d  u s  t o  J a c k y ' s  w h i t e  b e a r ,  t o  p i c k  u p  d e a d  a n i m a l s  f r o m  t h e  s i d e  o f  t h e  r o a d  a n d  
e a t  t h e m  r a w .  
W h e n  w e  n o t i c e d  t h a t  o u r  m o m  s e e m e d  t o  b e  d o i n g  t h i n g s  a g a i n ,  w e  s t a r t e d  t o  
g e t  n e r v o u s .  S h e  l i s t e n e d  t o  o u r  a n s w e r s  w h e n  s h e  a s k e d  u s  w h e r e  w e ' d  b e e n  a n d  
w h a t  w e  h a d  b e e n  d o i n g .  W h e n  w e  s a i d ,  " O u t  p l a y i n g , "  s h e  w a n t e d  t o  k n o w ,  " P l a y -
i n g  w h a t ? "  
" N o t h i n g , "  j u s t  w a s n ' t  g o o d  e n o u g h  a n y m o r e .  
T h e n  w e  n o t i c e d  t h a t  s h e  w a s  s p e n d i n g  a  l o t  o f  t i m e  u p  i n  t h e  a t t i c ,  s o r t i n g  
G r a n d  · v a l l e y  R e v i e w  ·  2 3  
through the boxes. She brought two boxes downstairs and we looked in them when 
she went outside to work in the yard. One of the boxes had old pictures, mostly of 
weddings, and birth certificates. We never knew she had two other brothers who 
died and we wondered what Cousin Henry did to them and where he put their 
bodies. We found baby clothes and a dress we guessed was our grandmother's wed-
ding dress. We didn't know what she wanted it for because it was yellow and had 
huge holes in it. The other box was mostly filled with old toys, exactl,v like the toys 
she hadn't let us bring home from the dump: an old china doll missing its eyes and 
hair, a rusty old doll carriage with squeaky wheels, cars that were missing tires and 
doors, a heavy play gun, and clay marbles that weren't quite round. 
Once she packed the boxes, she had Jacky and me help her carry the rest out to 
the car and then took them out to the dump. We spent at least three more days 
making trips to the dump and she still wouldn't let us keep anything. We didn't get 
to go to Cousin Henry's house even once. It seemed like she was always watching us 
and asking where we were going. 
We started to get the idea that we were leaving, even though we had one more 
whole month left to the summer, but since she wasn't telling us anything, we didn't 
really know. The only thing we knew for sure was that even though there was a FOR 
SALE sign in the front yard, no one had actually come out to buy our farmhouse. 
Then she took the suitcases out of the closet. 
The nex't morning, thinking it was our last chance, Jacky and I went straight to 
Cousin Henry's house, after we told her we were going for a walk It took forever for 
Cousin Henry to come out of his house and when he did, we didn't follow him. 
Instead, we snuck into his house. 
It wasn't locked, all we had to do was open the door and walk in. Jacky started to 
whine again as soon as we got inside and all of the cats came running up to greet us. 
As soon as they smelled us, they lost interest and went back to where they came 
from, except for a couple of them who rubbed up against our legs. In the first room, 
we saw five television sets, stacked in a pyramid, all of them turned on to different 
channels, with the sound turned off. As our eyes adjusted to the darkness of Cousin 
Henry's house, we saw so many things, we didn't know where to look first. Jacky 
pointed at a pile of rusty old car parts, including an old bent fender, and started 
whining again. He put his hand over his mouth and started to cry. I knew what he 
was thinking but I was sure that it couldn't be the car that Cousin Henry murdered 
his father in. Maybe his mother. Maybe our other uncles. 
We saw old red wagons, most of them missing some of their tires, reminding us of 
the tireless cars that mom had packed in one of her boxes. The entire downstairs 
was filled with treasures: six-foot-tall stacks of old newspapers like the kind we 
found in the farmhouse when we moved in, pyramids of tin cans, and hundreds of 
bottles lined up, like dominoes, weaving circles through the rooms. going out door-
ways and then coming back in. In one of the corners, a bed was made out of a pile 
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J a c k y  s t a r t e d  t o  
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h e r e  t h e y  c a m e  
n  t h e  f i r s t  r o o m ,  
l  o n  t o  d i f f e r e n t  
k n e s s  o f  C o u s i n  
o o k  f i r s t .  J a c k y  
j e r ,  a n d  s t a r t e d  
I  k n e w  w h a t  h e  
l e n r y  m u r d e r e d  
r e m i n d i n g  u s  o f  
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t d e  o u t  o f  a  p i l e  
o f  c l o t h i n g ,  b l a n k e t s  a n d  s h e e t s ,  a l l  o l d ,  d i r t y ,  a n d  s m e l l y .  W h o l e  w a l l s  w e r e  f i l l e d  
w i t h  p i c t u r e s  c u t  o u t  o f  m a g a z i n e s ;  s t a c k s  o f  m a g a z i n e s  w e n t  u p  t h e  s t a i r s ,  a l l  i n  n e a t  
p i l e s .  I n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  t h e  l i v i n g  r o o m  f l o o r ,  w e  s a w  a n  o l d  c h a n d e l i e r ,  e x a c t l y  l i k e  
t h e  o n e  w e ' d  s e e n  i n  t h e  d u m p ,  s i t t i n g  a s  i f  i t  h a d  c r a s h e d  t h e r e  f r o m  a b o v e .  
\ ' \ i ' h a t  m a d e  J a c k y  s c r e a m  w a s  t h e  s i g n  p a i n t e d  i n  b l a c k  o n  t h e  l i v i n g  r o o m  w a l l :  
" D E A T H  T O  A L L  Y E  W H O  E N T E R  H E R E  ( M Y  H O U S E ) .  S I G N E D ,  H E N R Y . "  
J a c k y  r a n  o u t  o f  t h e  h o u s e  c r y i n g  a n d  s c r e a m i n g .  I  s t a y e d  t o  l o o k  a r o u n d  t h e  
r o o m ,  k n o w i n g  t h a t  I  w o u l d  n e v e r  g e t  t o  s e e  i t  a g a i n ,  a n d  t h e n  w e n t  a f t e r  J a c k y ,  
t r y i n g  t o  g e t  t o  h i m  b e f o r e  h e  g o t  b a c k  t o  t h e  f a r m h o u s e .  
C o u s i n  H e n r y  w a s  s t a n d i n g  i n  t h e  m i d d l e  o f  h i s  f r o n t  y a r d ,  s t a r i n g  a t  t h e  f r o n t  
d o o r ,  w a i t i n g  f o r  u s ,  l i k e  h e  k n e w ,  a l l  a l o n g ,  w h a t  w e  w e r e  g o i n g  t o  d o .  H e  j u s t  s t o o d  
t h e r e ,  w i t h  h i s  s h o u l d e r s  s l u m p e d  a n d  h i s  h a n d s  o p e n ,  n o t  s a y i n g  a n y t h i n g ,  j u s t  
s t a n d i n g  n e A . ' t  t o  t h e  e m p t y  p o t a t o  s a c k  o n  t h e  g r o u n d .  
I  s t o o d  o n  t h e  f r o n t  p o r c h  a n d  s t a r e d  b a c k  a t  h i m ,  w o n d e r i n g  w h a t  h e  w o u l d  d o ,  
b u t  h e  d i d n ' t  s a y  a n y t h i n g  a n d  h e  d i d n ' t  d o  a n y t h i n g ,  h e  j u s t  s t o o d  t h e r e .  \ ' \ i ' h i l e  I  w a s  
s t a n d i n g  o n  h i s  p o r c h ,  I  s t a r t e d  t o  f e e l  s o r r y  f o r  h i m ,  w h e n  I  s a w  h o w  s m a l l  h i s  
s h o u l d e r s  r e a l l y  w e r e  a n d  w h e n  I  s a w  t h e  w a y  t h a t  t h e y  m o v e d  u p  a n d  d o w n ,  t h e  
w a y  t h e y  s h o o k  w i t h  h i s  t e a r s .  B y  t h e  t i m e  I  r a n  a w a y ,  I  w a s  c r y i n g  t o o ,  a n d  I  d i d n ' t  
e v e n  c a r e  t h a t  m y  a r m s  w e r e  g e t t i n g  s c r a t c h e d  n o r  t h a t  m y  s h i r t  h a d  g o t t e n  t o r n .  I t  
d i d n ' t  m a t t e r  a n d  I  d i d n ' t  c a r e .  
I  d i d n ' t  g e t  t o  J a c k y  b e f o r e  h e  g o t  b a c k  t o  t h e  f a r m h o u s e .  B y  t h e  t i m e  I  g o t  t h e r e .  
h e  w a s  a l r e a d y  s i t t i n g  o n  m o m ' s  l a p ,  s c r e a m i n g  h i s  h e a d  o f f  a b o u t  h o w  h e  w a s  g o i n g  
t o  d i e .  A s  s o o n  a s  h e  s t o p p e d  c r y i n g ,  m o m  p a c k e d  o u r  t h i n g s  a n d  t h r e w  t h e m  i n  t h e  
c a r ,  w i t h o u t  s a y i n g  a  w o r d  t o  m e .  W e  l e f t ,  o f  c o u r s e .  W e  l e f t  w i t h o u t  e v e r  f i n d i n g  
J a c k y ' s  w h i t e  b e a r  o r  m y  t h r e e  s i n g i n g  d o v e s .  W e  l e f t  w i t h o u t  t h e  t r e a s u r e  b o x e s  a n d  
w e  l e f t  w i t h o u t  t e l l i n g  C o u s i n  H e n r y  g o o d b y e .  
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